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Optimizing nutrition outcomes from investments in agriculture 
Improving nutrition is fundamental to achieving CIAT’s vision of a world without hunger and poverty. Problems of malnutrition 
– of undernutrition, micronutrient deficiencies and obesity – exist in all countries and cut across socio-economic classes. 842 
million people are chronically undernourished, while almost 2 billion suffer from micronutrient deficiencies with devastating 
consequences for health, learning, future potential, economic development, resilience, and security. CIAT believes that agricultural 
research for development can do more for improving nutrition and health, especially among women and young children.
How we work
The Center works towards enhanced nutrition security through three pathways: (1) scientific research that integrates agriculture, 
nutrition, and health; (2) value chains that make more nutritious foods available, accessible, and affordable; and (3) policies that 
promote an effective pro-poor policymaking process and investment environment. For example, increasing the micronutrient 
content of crops by means of a conventional breeding method called biofortification, when paired with an enabling environment, 
has shown great promise for helping overcoming malnutrition. 
CIAT and the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) coordinate HarvestPlus, a program which helps realize the 
potential of agricultural development to deliver health and nutritional benefits. We join forces with other CGIAR centers and many 
partners and donors around the world to ensure poor people have opportunities to improve their health and economic status.  
Research on nutrition and agriculture
The International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) – a member of the CGIAR Consortium – develops technologies, innovative 
methods, and new knowledge that better enable farmers, especially smallholders, to enhance eco-efficiency in agriculture. This 
means we make production more competitive and profitable as well as sustainable and resilient through economically and 
ecologically sound use of natural resources and purchased inputs. Headquartered near Cali, Colombia, CIAT conducts research 
for development in tropical regions of Latin America and the Caribbean, Africa, and Asia.
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Tangible impact
Gusto for gorilla beans
In the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), where a third of the population is anemic, “gorilla beans” – bred to contain up to 
double the iron than regular beans – provide a novel way to address the problem. They have been dubbed “gorilla beans” not only 
for their nutritional punch but also because gorillas in nearby Kahuzi-Biega National Park have developed a taste for them. When 
a kilo of beans at a food market in Bukavu cost as little as US$0.60-$0.80, compared to $4 per kg of beef, it’s easy to see why the 
nutrient-rich varieties are being snapped up by consumers and farmers. 
In partnership with the Institut National pour l’Etude et la Recherche Agronomiques (INERA), HarvestPlus has released nine 
varieties of iron beans in the DRC since 2008. Farmers can they can grow their own improved beans for 3 or 4 years before they 
need to buy more seed, helping put DRC on the path to sustainable development. 
A biofortified food basket
Because most Latin American and Caribbean countries do not consume large amounts of a single staple crop, a different 
approach must be used in biofortification: a food basket. In Itaguaí, an industrial municipality 44 miles south of Rio de Janeiro, 
elements of the food basket include sweet potatoes, squash, beans, and cassava. Family farmers grow these crops on a one 
hectare plot that is used supply 13 pre-schools (about 8,000 children) with these extra-nutritious foods. Local authorities aim to 
offer biofortified foods in all of Itaguaí’s schools, as well as stores and public markets, within 2 years. 
Breeding efforts began over a decade ago through BioFORT Brazil – a program that aims to improve nutrition through 
school feeding programs in the poorest areas of northeast Brazil, in coordination with Embrapa, HarvestPlus, and the national 
government. A total of 15 municipalities in Brazil use biofortified foods in school snacks and lunches. The challenge now is to 
persuade policymakers to adopt biofortification as national policy for the promotion of food security, following Panama’s example. 
Getting ahead of trends in global diets
These days you can travel to the other end of the earth and eat pretty much the same food as back home. There are hamburgers 
in China and sushi in Mozambique. More people are consuming more calories, protein, and fat, and relying on an increasingly 
short menu that includes wheat, maize, dairy, meat, and palm oil. In contrast, many crops of regional importance – such as 
sorghum, millets, sweet potato, and yam – have lost ground. CIAT research shows that increased homogeneity can be seen in 
farmers’ fields too. 
As trends toward greater dependence on fewer crops continues, and so do the risks to our health and food systems. Experts 
emphasize that various actions are needed to foster diversity in food production and consumption – two of which CIAT is actively 
pursuing. The Center is strengthening efforts to conserve and leverage plant genetic resources, as well as improving the ability of 
alternative crops to compete in markets. 
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